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from them no laurel-crowned victor, but scarred and
wounded, battered and defeated. And yet once
again, out of the darkness, as it was with all Lessing5 s
seeming failures, came light. From the bitter strife
emerged clear and pure that great paean of eighteenth-
century humanity and enlightenment, the noble
appeal for what always lay nearest to Lessing's heart:
tolerance, freedom of thought—his Nathan der Weise.
Lessing's life went down in a lurid and stormy
sunset. This life of perpetual battle was battle to
the last. And not merely battle, but also sorrow
and bereavement; for his last years were darkened
by a deep and tragic personal shadow. Late in life
he found a helpmate in Eva Konig, the widow of a
Hamburg friend. But Lessing, who had never been
content to take the world as he found it, who had
never seen it with the simple optimism of his century
as the best of all possible worlds, was not to be
vouchsafed the privilege of being merely happy.
Within a year Eva Konig was dead—dead in child-bed,
and with her the little son in whom Lessing saw
the symbol of a visible personal immortality. Thus
the curtain was rung down for ever on any hope of
his attaining the ordinary human happiness of
ordinary folk.
Lessing was always a fighter, a great soldier—
to use Heine's phrase—in the liberation war of
humanity. And his fighting meant more for his
people than he knew. When he died in 1781, the
Germans had already to their credit mighty achieve-
ments of the spirit which Lessing's dimmed eyes
were but imperfectly able to appreciate: 1781, in
particular, was a great year in ^Germany's spiritual
history: the year of Schiller's Rauber, and of that
lordliest palace of the human intellect, the Critique
of Pure Reason. But this is certain : without Lessing,
Germany would not have stood where she did.
In a survey of Lessing's manifold life and
activities, three aspects stand out conspicuously:

